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Summary

Philosophy and history come together in a 
different way than we have used these two 
disciplines in the past. That requires a need 
of a philosophical reorientation with a new 
way of doing philosophy in the traditional 
sense of the term, but that is not merely 
critical theory, not just critique, not just 
theoretical understanding would. Recent 
incidents around the world such as Arab 
Spring or demonstrations in Hong Kong 
highlighted the requirement of a new way of 
philosophy based on secular thinking. The 
new way of philosophy insists on a secular 
understanding of our common problems 
in order to allow for the broadest possible 
inclusion of beliefs.

Year 1: A Philosophical Recounting in Light of a 
Common Future
by Prof. Susan Buck-Morss

Philosophy and history come together in a different way than we have used 
these two disciplines in the past. Hegel, for example, was reading in the 
newspaper about the Haitian revolution at the time that he came up with 
the very famous dialectic between master and slave. That this knowledge 
has been lost because of the way that we, as academics and as nation states, 
have divided knowledge into Hegel and Western philosophy on the one 
hand, and Caribbean or black history on the other, and that these two 
could have been very fertile cross-references in their time, are insights 
blocked in the process of the inheritance of the past. Hence the need to 
question certain basic premises of our work in the academy that we aren’t 
even aware we ought to be questioning. And not only to do that, but to do 
that in a way that actually produces a kind of philosophical reorientation 
that can take us into the future, in a way that is not merely critical theory, 
not just critique, not just theoretical understanding, but a new way of doing 
philosophy in the traditional sense of the term.

Given the globalization of not only the economy, but the forms of 
communication that instantly traverse the Globe - the Internet, social 
media - we are really seeing a dissolution of the Old Nation-State political 
order wherein the so-called West dominated the terms of nation state 
belonging. You needed a history as a nation state. You needed to develop 
along a certain line of stages of growth, whether these are understood in a 
Marxist sense of stages of class struggle or stages of economic development, 
and that everyone, every collective, bounded territorially in a nation state, 
in order to be successful and to participate in a global discussion, had 
to produce its own history as a separate history, which gave it a kind of 
legitimacy to enter an international discourse. But it is my feeling that it 
doesn’t make sense, given the realities of globalization, the emergencies of 
global warming, our discussions of the Anthropocene, global pandemics, 
global migrations of people - it just doesn’t make sense to simply shift the 
power center within the old paradigm of competing nations to, let’s say, 
another nation state or not the West, but let’s have the East be dominant, 
or another civilization, but rather to change the dominant ... Rather to try 
to change the order itself.
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In short, national political frames and the 
limitations of national borders are inadequate in our 
time, given the interconnectedness of our fates. Writing 
the philosophical legitimacy of a new form of universal 
history leads to a constant recognition of how any partial 
knowledge cannot claim to stand in for the universal. 
So philosophical investigations have to remain humble, 
and we need to understand our capacity to contribute to 
universality as a goal, but not one that will become the 
new dominant paradigm to which every group should 
adhere. The typical way of bringing philosophy and 
history together is to have philosophy outline what the 
trajectory of history will be. And the interesting thing 
is that whether that model is theological or scientific, 
we cannot spell out the future because a history that 
happens was never the one that was predicted. I would 
like to say the best and the worst, also, in your own 
life will happen despite your attempt to control the 
outcome. So history has got to be open in the future, 
which means that a philosophy that deals with history 
cannot be about predicting what is to come.

Rather, if the best and the worst happens without 
our control, then we might better think of it in terms 
of a certain set of terms, a set of words that was used 
in the first century, actually in the last Book of the 
Bible by John of Patmos, and that is the two temporal 
terms Kairos and Cronos. Cronos, we think we know 
what it means because we have translated it in terms 
of chronology, so that looks like it’s a linear movement 
of time from, let’s say, year one to the year 2000. But 
in fact, Cronos in the ancient meaning means chronic, 
repetition. So, for instance, the seasons are chronic. The 
stars move in chronic patterns. And the contrast with 
that notion of Cronos is Kairos. Kairos is an interruption 

in Cronos. Kairos is the unexpected. If you’re looking 
at the seasons, Cronos is the repetition of the seasons, 
but Kairos is the weather that is suddenly wildly cold 
or wildly hot or in other ways, totally unexpected. And 
this is the word also that’s understood as the kind of 
interruption that would allow for another reality to 
emerge. So if we think of moments of Kairos in recent 
history, I could mention very quickly two: one that I 
lived through in a very interesting way because I was 
at the time working together with Soviet philosophers, 
was the fall of the Wall in 1989 and the consequent 
collapse of the Soviet Union. This happened at a time 
when my colleagues in the Government Department of 
Cornell University were predicting that the Division of 
Germany would last at least another 50 years. So all of 
our best scientific models could not anticipate what in 
fact happened, which was an enormous transformation 
that seemed to happen overnight as people suddenly 
started walking through the wall that divided the city 
of Berlin. 

Another moment when Kairos seemed to interrupt 
the normal state of things happened in 2011, when 
suddenly, in a place that was supposedly not developed, 
was not the forefront of history, i.e. Tunis or the Maghreb 
or Egypt, suddenly had these new forms of politics that 
became influential globally. So you have the Tunisian 
revolution of 2011, you have Tahrir Square, You have 
the Indignados of Spain, Occupy Wall Street, then came 
Sudan in 2019 - it’s continuing today, Hong Kong in 
2020. 

These new forms of revolution, these enactments of 
being together in public space, are not revolution in the 
old sense of the term because they are not instrumental 
politics. They were, at times, a call for the overthrow of 
a leader, but that was not their major effect. Their effect 
was a lasting effect because as images, they circled the 
globe and provided a vision of another way of being 
together. So it wasn’t the overthrow of the government 
that was the goal, so much as a demonstration of 
diversity in public space where people had a different 
way of relating to each other than the normal one – the 
one that’s chronic, let’s say. So this was a kind of Kairotic 
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or an event of Kairos, a Kairotic time, that celebrated 
differences rather than polarizing differences. And 
it was inclusive. It was not a class struggle. It was not 
either a Western or Eastern, nor a French revolutionary 
model, a Haitian revolutionary model or a Bolshevik 
revolutionary model. It was a different way of, I would 
say, creating visionary politics, not instrumental 
politics, but visionary politics. It was a kind of 
cosmopolitanism from below. It produced a democratic 
inclusive political space that became inspirational to 
everyone who watched on our new media platforms, 
and therefore was able to be inspired by what citizens 
were attempting to make visible: to make visible, as 
opposed to overthrowing a state. 

Now it is my hope, as well as my sense, that these 
events mark a change in the epistemological frame 
when the historical terrain is beginning to shift. In 
my now rather long life, it seems to be happening, still 
slowly, still slowly enough, to give us time to think and 
to share our work as collaborators or contributors to 
a common horizon for the future. We could even talk 
of a new planetary consciousness, something that’s 
adequate to the global problems or begins to become 
adequate to the global problems of our time. And so 
“Year 1: A Philosophical Recounting”, but perhaps all 
of my books, tried to move toward philosophy, not 
through abstraction, not by concepts, but from accurate 
knowledge of the transient moments in history. 
Elements of the past are brought into constellation with 
present concerns in a way that surprises us, as Kairos 
surprises us, expands our epistemological frames and 
indeed begins to reconfigure them. Now, I want to make 
something very clear. If earlier philosophies of history - 
and I’m thinking, let’s say classically of Marx or Hegel 
here - were secular versions of a kind of theology of 
history, I want to say that my idea of putting philosophy 
together with history is not at all in line with those 
moves.
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This is a history that concerns the actions of 
humans, not God and not spirit, not Geist, not reason. 
Universal history is also a particular kind of philosophy 
built out of the actions of human beings within public 
space. It is not ontology; it is not pre-political; it is not 
first philosophy, and it works with what, in fact, has 
happened in the past, not a utopian blueprint for the 
future. I think a division of labor needs to be recognized 
among these tasks. Politicians make bad philosophers, 
but philosopher kings are also not my favorite variant of 
philosophy, and I am not a follower of Plato in his hope 
for philosophers ruling. I also believe that politicians 
make bad theologians, and perhaps philosophers make 
bad theologians as well. This division of labor needs 
to be recognized among different tasks. And yet, the 
philosophical insights that we, as philosophers may be 
able to expose can inform political practice, and indeed, 
should. 
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Recently, I have begun to question another term 
that is traditional in modern politics, not only the 
nation state, not only the old notion of revolution, 
but another term, and that is “Left”. What is the left? It 
comes from a moment in the French Revolution, when 
the party whose delegates met at Versailles were on the 
left of the hall if they were more extreme than the ones 
who sat to the king’s right. And then, of course, what 
happened was the left guillotined the right, and then 
moved to the right and a new left came in even more 
radical that guillotined the old left. And this process 
went on until the moment that Robespierre took over 
dictatorial power. And I would not want that to be the 
model for us. Rather, I’m wondering, what about the 
terms “radical”, “liberal” and “conservative”? I might 
question the benefit of those as well. Or I would say 
that universality of thought has to have the qualities of 
all three. It has to be liberal in the sense of open and 
not exclusionary. It has to be radical as a horizon of 
courage and hope in endurance and bravery in a time 
of change, which can often appear as a time of danger. 
Lenin spoke about the need to be as radical as reality 
itself. But it also has to be conservative because the 
wisdom that can move us forward requires a rescue of 
knowledge of the past, not in its present form, because 
that form has incorporated the barbarous way that the 
victors in history have used the past cultural treasures 
to fortify their own power. Now, that is an insight of 
Walker Benjamin, which those who are familiar with 
the thesis on the philosophy of history will recognize. 
And the thinking is that the cultural treasures of the 
past do not belong to those in power today because 
the actual history of human struggles for power has 
been extremely bloody and in no way worth defending. 
So these distinctions, it seems to me, are extremely 
important. It means a kind of care in the use of words 
- whether one’s talking about being liberal or radical, 
conservative, left, revolutionary - whatever, a care in the 
use of terms. 

“One way or another, the mothers who bore us 
escaped annihilation giving to every one of us a year 
one”. And that is no small legacy to share. I want to just 

lay out a possibility of a philosophical way of working 
which doesn’t pretend to be a political answer, although 
it wants very much to inform political debate.  It insists 
on a secular understanding of our common problems 
in order to allow for the broadest possible inclusion 
of beliefs.  Struggles over which faith is the true one 
is not a philosophical project. Philosophy concerns 
human multiplicity, not God’s singularity. It cannot be 
moving toward One right answer. The notion of unity 
or hegemony is not my idea of universal history but, 
rather, the kind of rescue of specificity through a process 
of translation that keeps us open to the knowledge that 
we can learn from each other. 
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Imagining A Common Horizon 
for Humanity and the Planet 

The world is passing through an extremely troubled period in 
its history, with a seemingly new challenge encountered at every 
turn. Serious economic, social, cultural, environmental and 
political crises at a global level are exacerbated by those being 
felt in individual countries. The challenges we are facing take 
a variety of forms, from financial collapses to climate change, 
from international terrorism to regional conflicts, and from the 
refugee problem to xenophobia.
All of these crises are being aggravated by the impact of 
the pandemic, revealing the inability of humanity to tackle 
them collectively, and invalidating the romantic discourse of 
globalization. As history continues its march, we are reminded 
that the answer to the common problems of humanity cannot be 
found by becoming more introverted, polarized or prejudiced. 
No matter how severe our problems, our destiny should not 
be seen as unchangeable. The problems we experience are 
primarily a result of human activity, and can be overcome only 
through human effort, but we should remain aware that there 
are many different hurdles to be passed if we are to rid ourselves 
of the crises being experienced in many parts of the world.
Only through conscious, patient and collective effort can 
we overcome the problems of humanity. Now is the time for 
dignified people from the different cultures and geographies of 
the world to come together in solidarity. It is time to speak with 
full respect of human dignity, setting aside the importance we 
place in our individual identities. An alliance of people who 
see truth and justice as the major pillars of our kind, will be 
able to open the door to a new era of solidarity for humanity. 
A dignified future is possible. We believe that Turkey holds a 
special, if not privileged, position, based on its geographical, 
historical and cultural characteristics, and can serve as a host to 
this joint effort of humanity.
Our goal within the scope of this project is to bring together 
the leading thinkers of the world, to create an international 
intellectual platform that draws its strength from human dignity, 
and that aims to build for the future of humanity and the planet 
with a holistic synergy with a view to offering humanity a 
common horizon. As Cappadocia University, our vision in this 
regard is to provide an academic platform from where esteemed 
intellectuals from around the world can share their visions for 
a common future of humanity and our planet, and to comment 
on the challenges and opportunities they envisage.
You can find detailed information about the Project at https://
commonhorizon.kapadokya.edu.tr/en/

Cappadocia University (https://kapadokya.
edu.tr/en/) is a young foundation (private) 
university in central Turkey, Cappadocia. 
The main goal of the university is to raise 
generations of opinion leaders who can read 
the 21st century realistically, and whose views 
therefore carry weight and significance – go-to 
men and women who are highly knowledgeable 
in their fields, who are happy to share their 
knowledge, and who will thus be respected 
and trusted by others. Cappadocia University 
is home to a highly successful dual-pronged 
system of academic and vocational programs 
that act in support of each other.
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